Philippine Communities: Indigenous Peoples 2019 by Hamada-Pawid, Zenaida




Philippine Communities:  
Indigenous Peoples 2019 
 
ZENAIDA HAMADA-PAWID 
CORDILLERA STUDIES CENTER 
 
The passage and imminent organization of the Bangsamoro 
Autonomous Region of Muslim Mindanao (BARMM) can 
finally shift the spotlight on the indigenous peoples of the 
Philippines. The question is raised: Will it? 
As of the 2010 national count, four million Filipinos in 
110 ethno-linguistic communities scattered from Batanes to 
Tawi-Tawi comprise the diversity of this population 
category. Their ancestral domains are mostly located in areas 
rich in natural resources, yet inaccessible to transportation 
and communication facilities. Basic social services are 
thus either unavailable or inadequate. Unknown and 
unconquered by the Spanish colonialists, they have remained 
animistic and un-baptized. Where they have accommodated 
organized religion, they are syncretic Christians. 
Chronologically referred to as “pagans,” “non-Christians,” 
“national minorities,” “cultural minorities,” these Filipinos are 
now categorized as “cultural communities/peoples.” The 1987 
Constitution and Republic Act 8371 recognize indigenous 
cultural communities/indigenous peoples (ICCs/IPs), their 
ancestral domains, and their rights to these lands, cultural 
integrity, self-determination, and appropriate development. 




The National Commission on Indigenous Peoples (NCIP) is 
the lead government agency entrusted with their welfare and 
development. 
The Indigenous Peoples’ Rights Act (IPRA) was hailed in 
l997 as a “major piece of social justice legislation” meant to 
address centuries of failed attempts to subsume, integrate, 
assimilate, and re-define minorities into the majority 
Philippine socio-political body. IPRA was a result of a major 
peoples’ fight against mega-development in the form of 
attempts to build mega hydroelectric dams along the Chico 
River and Cellophil Pulp and Paper Industry’s attempt to 
clean-cut the Abra pine stands, both in the Cordilleras of 
north-central Luzon. It stopped the investments of the World 
Bank and a Manila private corporation. The aborted projects 
promised unprecedented progress for a region hemmed in by 
the narrow Ilocos coast and broad Cagayan Valley. By all 
economic indicators then, the Cordilleras was mired in 
poverty but stood out as the water cradle, forest stand, and 
mineral depository so badly needed for continued 
development in the adjoining lowland provinces and national 
industry. IPRA was a shift from armed conflict into a ten-year 
legislative struggle. The struggle continues to date. 
Continuing Issues of Indigenous Peoples 
Indigenous peoples always have, and still struggle for (1) 
recognition and acceptance of their unique identities within 
the Philippine polity, different from the homogenous 




majority, but as part of the whole; (2) identification, legal 
acceptance, and respect of their ancestral domains that 
they have lived on and that define their existence and 
cultural dignity; (3) inclusion of their institutions of social 
organization, governance, and law toward achievement of 
their aspirations within the national frame, without either 
total subjugation or complete annihilation, but as partners 
and not merely beneficiaries of the exploitation of their rich 
natural resources on their ancestral domains; (4) and priority 
attention to their lack of basic infrastructure and social 
services. All these are enshrined in the IPRA that remains an 
IP summation of hope and struggle. 
State policies in the 1987 Constitution guarantee the 
foregoing “bundle of IP rights” in Article II, Section 22; 
Article XII, Section 4; Article XIII, Section 6; and Article 
XIV, Section 17. Autonomy for the Cordilleras and Muslim 
Mindanao was fought for in armed struggle, articulated and 
defined in the 1987 Constitution (Article X, Section 15) with 
indigenous peoples and their leaders in the Cordilleras at the 
forefront. BARMM has legalized the parallel struggle of the 
Muslim Mindanao IPs. An Autonomous Region in the 
Cordillera (ARC) will complete the constitutional provision 
and open the way for other Philippine IP groups to win their 
own settlement of an unjust relegation to being simply 
minorities and marginalized societies. 
 
 




Ancestral Domains in a Regime of Regalian Theory  
In a hallmark decision of Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes 
of the United States Supreme Court in 1909, the legal myth 
that all lands in colonies subjugated by Spain, as in the 
Philippines, belonged to the ruling monarch was firmly 
debunked. ICCs/IPs by continuous possession, occupation, 
and use of their lands since time immemorial are owners 
under the legal concept of “native title.” ICCs/IPs held their 
ancestral domains as private property; and these were never 
public land. 
It may rightly be assumed, therefore, that 
although Spanish property Laws embodied the 
theory that all lands were held by the crown. It 
did not assume to convert all the native 
inhabitants of the Philippines to trespassers, as 
in these decrees, the natives were recognized as 
owning some land irrespective of any royal 
grant. 
. . . 
Every presumption is and ought to be against 
the government in a case like the present. It 
may perhaps be proper and sufficient to say that 
when as far back as testimony or memory goes, 
the land has been held by individuals under a 
claim of private ownership, it will be presumed 
to have been held in the same way from before 




the Spanish conquest, and never to have been 
public land.2 
Twenty-one years after the passage of IPRA, only an 
approximate one-fifth of RP-IP ancestral domains have been 
identified, delineated, and documented. Legal challenges to 
both the concept of “Native Title,” overlapping policies of 
ownership, use and management of land and natural 
resources have plagued the program and process. There is not 
one equitable, sustaining, and sustainable ancestral domains 
development plan that has significantly lifted the lives of the 
ICCs/IPs. IP domains continue to be ravaged and alienated 
from ICCs/IPs, while the exploited communities and peoples 
are displaced, disorganized, and dispirited. 
Cultural Integrity and Cultural Change 
Culture is not static. Unless it adapts and changes, it 
disappears and dies. Cultures of ICCs/IPs in the Philippines 
are no exception. The resiliency of these peoples in their 
original and resettled communities has in fact assured their 
survival, despite heavy challenges to their ways of life and 
adaptation to fast changing times while remaining as 
indigenous. Communities have in turn undergone radical 
changes. 
 
2 Mateo Cariño vs Insular Government of the Philippine Islands [No. 72– 
February 23, l909] in Philippine Reports, Vol. 41 [1920–1921], 935–944. 




Still, not all these changes have been favorable or uniform. 
There remains widespread ignorance and subsequent 
discrimination of IP lifestyles and folkways. Attempts to 
recognize “the otherness” of ICCs/IPs have made them the 
main attractions of local festivities resulting in popular 
parades and wearing of ‘costumes’ that in fact reduce the very 
attractions into caricatures and choreographed performances. 
As festivities become annual events, events become more and 
more stylized and commercialized. Profit and income hasten 
cultural change that often results in IPs adapting what is 
profitable, even if the change is the very reason for their 
transformation into a people or community they do not and 
cannot recognize as indigenous. Eventually cleavages develop 
among the IPs—between generations, traditionalists and 
progressives, organizations, residents and transients, elders 
and government. 
Crucial to appropriate, acceptable, and sustainable cultural 
change is the communication, education, and interface of 
indigenous and non-indigenous social organizations, 
processes, and governance. A state program of Indigenous 
Peoples Education (IPEd), numerous church and civil society 
initiatives to bring basic social services to ICCs/IPs, provides 
varied interventions that are commendable yet sorely 
inadequate in relation to the total population and community 
needs. The inaccessibility of communities together with the 
lack of or inadequate opportunities for better health, 
education, and income generation remain challenges. Bias and 




prejudice, after all, is a two-way street among minorities in a 
majority governed state where the majority rules and the 
minority yields. 
Governance in Mutli-Ethnic Societies 
ICCs/IPs represent the reality of multi-ethnic societies 
within a state where there exist several social organizations, 
customary laws and policies, institutions and processes of 
governance. For close to a century, there has been outright 
disdain and dismissal of what was branded as ‘pagan,’ 
‘backward,’ and ‘unacceptable’ or ‘indigenous.’ Today, these 
same biases and prejudices have gained curiosity, academic 
investigation, understanding, and honest attempts to interface 
what can be alternately classified as pre- and post-colonial 
Philippines. The issue of ICCs/IPs results in a bright and 
multi-colored rainbow that allows the majority to rule and the 
minority to fiscalize. 
Primary to achieving this goal is the urgent need to 
establish a comprehensive, relevant, current, and regularly 
updated ICC/IP Data Bank. As a sector of the national 
polity, ICCs/IPs must be surveyed with clear objectives of 
what information is necessary and should be prioritized to 
identify, locate, define, characterize, and capture the 
aspirations of this sector and allow it to interface, participate, 
and contribute toward a more inclusive and equitable 
Philippine state. 




Complementary to this goal is the need to devise 
innovative methods and processes by which there can be 
registration and disaggregation of data. Benchmarks and 
achievable targets of intervention to address the foregoing 
issues are crucial. There are indigenous ways of data 
collection, storage, and interpretation that must be adapted 
for a national information system.  
An outstanding opportunity is provided for ICCs/IPs 
participation as mandatory representatives in local councils by 
the Department of Interior and Local Government. There are 
over a thousand selected community representatives 
accredited and seated in barangay, municipal, city, and 
provincial councils and boards. There remains, however, the 
challenge of mentoring and close monitoring and evaluation 
of these IP Mandatory Representatives to make them 
effective, efficient, and accountable to the communities they 
represent. The serious responsibility of being able to 
understand, articulate, and fight for ICC/IP rights is not 
simply a function of “sitting” in government. Like many 
other initiatives and well-meaning laws and policies, 
implementation becomes the main problem that does not 
have to be so. 
Basic Infrastructure and Social Services  
Enactment into law of IPRA, organization of the NCIP, 
inter-agency consultations and agreements have advanced 
solutions and institutional arrangements to address ICC/IP 




concerns. There are inter-agency policies, agreements, and 
programs in place with the Departments of Health, 
Education, Social Welfare, Agriculture, Trade and Industry, 
Tourism, and even Public Works and Highways. However, in 
the last decade, foreign-funded projects have contributed 
more to the strengthening and community-based activities 
than the meager Commission budget that mainly supports an 
inadequate and under-qualified bureaucracy. There is need to 
do in-depth evaluation of twenty-one years of NCIP 
existence in line with the mandate and responsibilities of the 
Commission. Stringent policy, financial, and organizational 
audits are urgent even as the current programs must be 
streamlined and enhanced. 
IP communities are located in “generally inaccessible and 
deprived areas,” where no roads and transport systems allow 
for delivery of basic social services. Large scale extractive 
industries build access roads that are traversed by huge 
construction equipment and abandoned as the industry 
moves areas of extraction, processing and storage. Original 
land owners and occupants are displaced without any 
assistance in relocation. Health and education institutions are 
allowed company laborers and displaced IPs in occasional 
corporate social responsibility ‘mercy missions.’ Yet, these 
same realities are multiple opportunities for ICCs/IPs to 
finally achieve economic equity and undergo social change 
that is culture-based, consultative, and sustainable. 




Indigenous Cultural Communities and their Indigenous 
Peoples have remained “communities in the margins” under 
administrations since Philippine Independence. Government, 
academic, business, and civil society have remained curious, 
uninformed, yet acutely aware of the issues and concerns of 
ICCs/IPs. It is long overdue to construct, with them, a more inclusive, 
sustaining, and sustainable participation in the continuing development of 
the Republic of the Philippines. 
 
 
